BEGINNINGS

when at last the small, limp body of a dead rabbit
appeared in one of them, Jamie suddenly informed his
disillusioned partner that he felt like a murderer, and

that he would never poach again.

*          *          *          *          *          *          #

Meanwhile at Drainie he was rising rapidly through
class after class. To his schoolfellows, by the time he was
fourteen, he had become something of an oracle. On the
trudge to school in the morning he would correct their
homework, and could often be persuaded to beguile the
leisurely homeward ramble with eerie roadside tales.
Sometimes indeed the talcs were almost too eerie. There
was one which described the bearing away of a fugitive
murderer from Spynie Castle by the devil and his fiends,
during a violent storm in the dead of some ancient night,
which so impressed itself upon James Denoon that for
years afterwards he could not see Spynie without a
shudder. It was when young MacDonald was about
fourteen that he was promoted to the extra instruction,
half an hour before school began and an hour after it was
over. Henceforth there was no more playing truant.
The foundations of a lifelong habit of punctuality were
laid. In later years the dominie would relate that,
summer or winter, MacDonald was never late. Besides
a quick intelligence, the boy, it was becoming obvious,
possessed, not only a vivid imagination but, what is
perhaps rarer, a powerfully retentive memory. Before
he was fifteen, he was head of the school. Increasingly,
the problem of his future perplexed the dominie. It
perplexed the boy himself. It was high time, he felt, that
he should begin to help the two devoted women who had
hitherto supported him, unaided. Isabella and Anne were
still clothing and feeding him out of their earnings. Yet
even the modest school fees were a struggle. Almost from
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